something negative, like the flu. But transmitted diseases aren't the only thing that can quickly spread within a society-certain feelings, emotions, and behaviors can be easier to catch than the common cold. Does seeing others laugh or yawn make you want to do it too? You're definitely not alone-''behavioral contagion,'' or the tendency for a behavior exhibited by one or more people to be rapidly copied by others, is a well-documented phenomenon in psychology.
We practice our first yawns still in the womb-and keep doing it throughout our lives. Spontaneous yawning is a widespread behavior among vertebrates; on the other hand, it seems that only primates and highly social animals, such as dogs, experience contagious yawning.
Laughter is another seemingly ordinary behavior that can become quite infectious. Stripped of all its nuances and connotations, it is just a collection of synchronized vocalizations, and, like yawning, is not under our conscious control. Think laughter outbreaks: sometimes tremendously comical, sometimes deeply embarrassing-we have all been there. Laughing is pervasive in primates, but other animals ''laugh'' too. For instance, rats emit vocalizations during their playful social activities and even when tickled by humans (Panksepp and Burgdorf, 2003; Ishiyama and Brecht, 2016) . Descriptions of contagious laughter or other positive contagions in non-primate species are, however, scarce; a notable example is the kea parrot from New Zealand, a bird known for its high cognitive abilities and complex play behavior. In a paper published last month in Current Biology, Raoul Schwing at the University of Vienna, Austria, together with colleagues from New Zealand and Australia, find that the distinct sounds that kea make during play can be as contagious as human laughter. When other kea in the neighborhood hear the ''play call,'' they will start playing too-making this curious bird the first known non-mammal to exhibit emotional contagions (Schwing et al., 2017) .
Why we are susceptible to behavioral contagions is still a mystery. A number of (mostly) correlative studies suggests a link to imitation, social learning, or empathy, but investigating the underlying circuitry and molecular mechanisms has proven a formidable challenge. In a recent study published in Science, Zhou-Feng Chen and colleagues at the Washington School of Medicine, St. Louis, shed light on what drives contagious behaviors (Yu et al., 2017) . Using a behavioral paradigm based on visual cues, the authors find that a mouse feels itchy after watching another mouse scratch in a video. Contagious itch is a well-appreciated behavior in humans and primates, but had not been reported in rodents. A mouse model of contagious itch offers valuable opportunities to explore the neural and molecular basis of behavioral contagions, which the authors do.
Mice that ''view and scratch'' display enhanced activity (as seen by increased c-Fos expression) in several brain regions, including the suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN). Because the SCN receives direct visual input, Chen and colleagues looked deeper into this brain region, and specifically into the expression of the gastrin-releasing peptide (GRP), a known SCN marker involved in the processing of light information and a key mediator of itch sensation in the spinal cord (Sun and Chen, 2007) . Using a set of cell-type specific inhibition and activation tools, the authors uncover a critical role for SCN GRP/GRP receptor neurons in contagious itch transmission. Artificial activation of GRPR neurons is sufficient to mimic imitative scratch behavior, suggesting that at least this type of contagious behavior may be automatic rather than related to empathy.
So next time you can't control an itch or a yawn, don't blame yourself-blame perhaps your suprachiasmatic nucleus, or your highly influential friends.
